








VALUES IN THE ACTIVITIES OF VOLUNTEER 
FIRE BRIGADES. A COLLECTIVE CASE STUDY




from social capital and pursue many social objectives. The local community – the 
main audience of their activities – often clusters around them. The activities of 
volunteer fire brigades result from legal obligations, but also from the values shared 
by the firefighting community. 





Methodology. The strategy for organizing data acquisition and presentation was a 
collective case study. The research methods that served the purpose of the research 
included individual interviews, group interviews, participant observations, and 
analysis of existing documents. 
Findings. The values that shape firefighting communities comprise a sense of public 
service, trust, friendship, kindness, loyalty, solidarity, respect and cooperation. 
By treating their commitment as service, firefighters fulfil the need of a sense of 
community, which they extend beyond organizational boundaries by dedicating 
their actions to local communities.
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The essential condition for the establishment and development of 
non‑governmental organizations is the social activity of citizens, which 
is understood as their participation in “organized forms through the 
joint determination of objectives, principles, methods and forms of 
activity, the development of conditions and participation in activities” 
(Hrynkiewicz, 2002). At the local level, NGOs use their organizational 
capacities and participate in the formation of local communities, 
improving the quality of citizens’ life, as well as taking responsibility 
for local development, attachment to democratic values and practices 
(Anheier, 2005; Lundåsen, 2014). In particular,  local NGOs bring 










community awareness, local activities and history make them rooted 
in the local community. In publications focusing on the social activities 
of specific localities, the activities and persistence of voluntary fire 
brigades serve as an example to emphasize their historicity, tradition 
and social activity (Tomczak, n.d.; Wesołowski, n.d.). The importance of 
the community of voluntary fire brigade members is reflected in their 
cultural identity, shared common values and symbols, group roles, as 
well as significant part in social relationships. Voluntary fire brigades 





The Volunteer Fire Brigades often serve as an example of the most 
active organizations in rural areas, important for the development of 
villages, creating cultural community practice and self‑organization, 
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without which local communities cannot imagine their local social life 
(Goszczyński, Knieć & Czachowski, 2015; Rakowski, 2016). 











the values and attitudes declared and manifested by VFB members.
Thus, the objective of the research was to identify the values 
shaping the organizational communities of volunteer firefighters 
and determining their activities. In order to achieve the objective, 
the author decided to apply the research strategy of a collective case 
study purposefully selected to describe the values recognized by VFB 
members and their activities for the benefit of local communities, with 
particular emphasis on the role of these values in the persistence of 
volunteer fire brigades.
THE ROLE AND ACTIVITIES OF VOLUNTARY FIRE 
BRIGADES IN POLISH LOCAL COMMUNITIES IN THE 
LITERATURE ON THE SUBJECT
Organizations such as volunteer fire brigades, rural housewives’ asso‑
ciations, village community centres and local schools are places where 
social activities are undertaken. They are associated with historical 
events important for an entire village and the development of its 
infrastructure built within the framework of inhabitants’ voluntary 
community work (Rakowski, 2016). The very notion of voluntary 
community work was popularized during the communist era in 
Poland and is associated with the people’s enthusiasm towards and 
pride in activities undertaken as part of it, which is evidence of local 
communities’ resistance to politics (Rakowski, 2016). 
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As participants in local communities’ life, VFBs can reinforce and 
develop various economic resources, make people more sensitive to 




for instance, the organization of various periodic events and meetings. 
Their role in the local community is an important bonding element 
providing a sense of social  identity or solidarity  (Haddad, 2004; 
Haski‑Leventhal & McLeigh, 2009). Firefighters with their attributes 
such as uniforms, badges and paramilitary style command respect and 
recognition as entities of social control, while lacking the coercive and 
punitive aspects associated with the police.




that they maintain frequent contacts with the local community and local 
residents (Adamiak, 2013). The recipients of VFBs’ activities include 
mainly residents of the immediate area, children and adolescents, 
as well as the elderly. The dominant participants of VFBs’ cultural 
activities are both their members and people not associated with the 
organization (Adamiak, Biejat & Charycka, 2016).
The most important areas of their activity are rescue, security 
and defence services (Adamiak, Biejat & Charycka, 2016). Other 
areas include education and upbringing, sports, tourism, recreation 
and hobbies, environmental protection and ecology, culture and art, 
religion, social services, social assistance, support for NGOs and civic 
initiatives, health care and local development (Adamiak, Biejat & 
Charycka, 2016). The areas of activities undertaken by VFBs influence 
their image in local communities. Local communities associate VFBs 
with rescue and protection activities that make them feel safer. 
What is also highlighted is the civic, social and formal dimensions 
of the activity of VFBs (FIO, 2016). The civic dimension is proved by 
their mission, identity and organizational culture resulting from cul‑
tivation of traditions and history as well as their firm position in local 
communities, the support of members and volunteers, and democratic 
governance. The social dimension is considered in terms of acting for 
the common good, the local community and its individual members, 
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with the local community being the main recipient of VFBs’ activities 
and their most important partner. Finally, the formal dimension is 
equated with the provisions of the law, fulfilment of duties, observance 
of rules, as well as the structure, i.e. the general meeting of members, 





their members are guided by concern for the environment and local 
history, traditions and culture, the need to expand the area of activities, 
promote the region, continue the mission or raise additional funds 
(Adamiak, Biejat & Charycka, 2016). Undertaking additional activities 
by volunteer firefighters requires their commitment to  intergroup 
relations (a sense of community) and to organizational goals (Lee & 
Olshfski, 2002). 
The sense of community of members of voluntary fire brigades 




declarations concerning their professed values. Among their most 
important values, firefighters mention effectiveness, trust, honesty, 
concern for the common good and faithfulness to traditions. However, 
attachment to traditions is the least frequent answer given by the other 
participants of the survey (Herbst, 2008). The members of voluntary fire 
brigades also claim that discipline, solidarity with others and the use 
of the best practices are the most important for them (Herbst, 2008). 
According to Ewa Bogacz‑Wojtanowska (2006, p. 53), “from the late 
18th through the 19th century (especially during the positivist period), 
social organizations played a special role in sustaining the national 
spirit and preserving Polish culture and traditions.”
METHODOLOGY
The undertaken research problem focuses on the values and activ‑
ities of members of voluntary fire brigades. By identifying VFBs as 
organizations firmly rooted in local communities (Adamiak, Biejat & 
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to which the most important task of the researcher is to understand 
and present meaning from the perspective of an engaged observer or 
member of an organization. The resulting concepts are subjective, but 
they show the importance of interpretations of reality by organization 
members (Sułkowski, 2012).
In order to achieve the formulated objective, the author decided to 
follow the strategy of a collective case study, understanding it as the 
organization of the process of data collection and presentation (Stake, 
2005). This choice resulted from the need to obtain a variety of data on 
the activities of VFBs, as the knowledge of a diversity of cases allows 
the researcher to better understand the problem/case (Stake, 2005). 








analysis of the existing documents. The participants’ statements from 
individual and group interviews were anonymized for the purpose of 
presenting research results. The author decided to conceal the identity 
of the respondents by assigning a capital letter and a number to each 
quote. The letter denotes the organization of which the interviewee is 
a member, while the number denotes the member of that organization 
taking part in the study – according to the order of interviews or the 
order of speaking in a group interview of members of a particular or‑
ganization. An attempt to combine different perspectives and a variety 
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of results is called triangulation (Silverman, 2005); it was intended to 
increase the reliability of the obtained results (Flick, 2007).
The author analysed and interpreted the data by repeatedly reading 
and comparing the acquired research material, both during and after 
the research. The resulting in‑vivo codes were thematically categorized. 
THE VALUES AND ACTIVITIES OF VOLUNTARY FIRE 
BRIGADES – RESEARCH RESULTS
One of the most important values that shape communities of firefighters 
is the sense of public service shared by them. When talking about 
their involvement in fire brigades’ activities, members of voluntary 
fire brigades emphasize most of all the fact that they regard it as 
“service.” At the same time, they distance themselves from the word 
“work,” which they associate strictly with formal employment. This is 
important for them because being on duty and not at work, they know 
what they can expect and demand from each other:
Being a firefighter is not a job, to begin with. It is a completely different 
dimension. Everyone goes to work to do their job, and this is just 
a hobby, a passion, an interest, something more. (C1)
As I say, it’s not just a job, it’s service, so for me it’s also a bit of 
a sacrifice, because no money can pay for it, it’s unpredictable and, 
let’s say, incalculable, if we were to express it in pecuniary categories, 
that this much is due… (A1)
Accepting the role of volunteer firefighters, brigade members declare 
their readiness to assume all related responsibilities, above all those 
concerning the rescue, protection and fire‑fighting (safety) functions. Due 
to these types of responsibilities, among other things, the interviewees 
claim that volunteer firefighters are characterized by self‑discipline, 
self‑control, diligence, conscientiousness, beneficence, generosity and 





from. I mean, you also have to be afraid, because it’s not about not 
being afraid, because only a fool is not afraid, but you need this 
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When you take on such a role, you have a responsibility, you cannot 
give it up overnight, because there are a lot of things that have to run 
their course, and now, because I don’t want to, I’m going to give it up… 




nity life in other circumstances, because they perceive themselves 
as people who need to be socially active. Their way to contribute to 
the community is to get involved in social activation measures. They 
also associate social activation with the concept of “social work” or 
“voluntary community work”: 
I’ve always wanted to do voluntary community work, to help people, 
and to what extent, well, it just sort of happened. (A2)
Because there are initiatives, in the past it was voluntary community 






modernization of many facilities located in the area where a particular 
VFB operates. According to the respondents, the objective of their 
activity is a broadly understood provision of assistance to the local 
community. Thus, it is another value and individual characteristic of 
volunteer firefighters: 
We help each other in times of need. And also other residents. We 
have a boy here who is ill, and we’ve also organized a charity ball. (C3)
If, for example, we do something here for our community. This fire 
station, this other part, I’ll show you in a moment, the firemen built 
it themselves, they brought their tools, we only got the materials from 
the commune office, they bought the material for us, and they built 
it themselves. They came on Saturdays. (A1)
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Again, this value coexists with the notion of service, but also with 
the notions of sacrifice, a sense of vocation, mission, selflessness, love 
for and assistance to others. Above all, help offered to others is linked 
to the values of love and sensitivity, which, in a sense, condition one 
another:
You have to be good to be able to offer such help, to be able to reach 
out to the injured person, or something. So, you really have to have 
some love for your fellow human beings. Because, as I said, it’s not 
just a job, it’s service, so it’s a bit of a sacrifice, as far as I’m concerned, 
because no money can pay for it, it’s unpredictable and, let’s say, 
incalculable, if we were to express it in pecuniary categories, that 
this much is due. So here, I think, the man himself, his conscience, 
a little refinement, gentleness… I don’t know, but love for your fellow 
human being is probably the most important thing. You have to love 
these people in order to be able to help them. (A3)












and cultivating traditions, particularly family traditions, stems from 
the passion for firefighting and the belief that it  is inherited from 
ancestors. In a way, traditionalism itself, which will be discussed later, 
shapes the manner and type of activities undertaken by firefighters. 
The analysed cases indicate that community awareness constitutes 
an important element in the history of a given family. Performing 
and combining various social and political functions are for them a 
natural continuation of what their ancestors did, although in different 
systemic circumstances:
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is inherited from your grandfather, from your father. This is something 
that, well, I have in my blood, because both my grandfather, which 
is documented, and my father, who will be at the meeting today, are 
people who always were in the fire brigade and never gave it up, 






in entertainment, cultural and religious events. The respondents em‑
phasize that the firefighter’s dedication is supported by the dedication 
of his family, who sacrifice their free time so that the firefighter can 










always comes with his wife and kids. Usually, the wife is also in the 
fire brigade, but the children will definitely be in the fire brigade. (A2)
Volunteer firefighters perceive themselves as a community. They 
believe that what unites them is shared values and attitudes, including 
voluntary participation, interests, volunteerism and willingness to serve. 
Firefighters describe themselves as a group of volunteers, working 
together, driven by an inner need to be able to achieve a common goal:
We are a group of people who pursue a common goal, who have some 
common intention, a group of individuals who understand each other, 
who cooperate with each other for sure, and try to fit in. So there has 
to be unity there, more or less, acceptance of one another in terms 
of community, understanding. That would be the most important 
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things, acceptance, understanding and striving for common goals, 
because otherwise… (A1)
The trust and faith in the fire brigade community that they believe 
they form also stem from the conviction shared by the members of the 
fire brigade concerning the desire to help other people. Thus trust, as 
another value, is for them the foundation and stimulus for the remaining 
values that guide them in their actions for and with the members of 
the volunteer fire brigade and the local community. The firefighting 
community consists of not only enrolled and active members and their 
families, but also honorary and supporting members:
And sometimes, they are not our members here, they just come here. 
For example, to clean the fire station before an event, the windows 
and so on; I won’t tell the children to do that, just the women. Well, 
we have three active women, but we have some more windows, so 
the mums come and we clean the windows, then we make coffee and 
cakes and sit, and improve the brigade. (A2)
The values generated by the sense of community influence, trigger 
and sustain the need to organize different types of activities for the 
benefit of both firefighters and local communities. These include: 
attending weddings and funerals of people important to members of 
the fire brigade, wearing uniforms representing firefighter values, 
celebrating holidays not related to the activities of the fire brigade 
(carnivals, Christmas meetings) or organizing events related to the 
passions and interests of fire brigade members (hiking, going to the 
cinema or watching sports events together). Such activities are supposed 
to foster a better understanding of each other, improve communication, 
show various benefits of belonging to a firefighting community and 
develop opportunities to establish long‑lasting acquaintances based on 
mutual sympathy, i.e. the basis for developing the values of friendship 
and kindness:
Friendship, let me put it this way, friendship, because friendships are 
born, whole families come here. For example, we have the firefighters’ 
Christmas Eve once a year. When I started, it was difficult, because 
the older people didn’t really want it . . . Because a fireman always 
comes with his wife and children. Usually, the wife is also in the fire 
brigade, but the children will definitely be in the fire brigade. (A2)
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other things, organization of entertainment and cultural events, 
participation in religious festivals, charitable activities, participation 
in fire‑fighting and rescue operations, activities aimed at maintaining 
public safety, provision of premises, participation in new investment 
projects, maintenance of real property, performance of repairs, edu‑
cational activities, documentation of events important for the town 
and its inhabitants. Apart from the practical dimension consisting in 
improving the quality of life of the local community, these activities 
also have a deeper dimension leading to the development of a sense of 
belonging to the local community. This is another value of fire brigade 
members: building and developing bonds and relationships, solidarity, 
respect and cooperation among members as well as between members 
and the local community: 
—Not only. We cleaned up the car parks around… Before Easter, 
when there was some snow, blizzards, the boys also cleared the snow 
and everything. 
— Now, for example, this Saturday, they cleaned the cobbled area 
near the school. It’s also on Facebook. Well, this week, yesterday, a 
series of first aid training for the whole school, all classes, started. 
(C2 and 4)
When we have an anniversary, we usually have a festival and then 
everyone who wants to come is invited. Here, in the sports field or at 
the events hall, we usually have some music, artistic performances, 





rescue operation. They also cooperate with other organizations such 
as the Church, local government units, the Association of Voluntary 
Fire Brigades, formalized and non‑formalized NGOs (rural housewives’ 
associations, local action groups, etc.), uniformed services, schools, 
sports organizations and other voluntary fire brigades. Thanks to this 
cooperation, voluntary fire brigades participate together with their 
local communities in social and cultural events (e.g. harvest festivals, 
feasts, memorials, commemorative holidays, pilgrimages): 
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When a priest needs to do some cleaning work in the area, because 
the parish council can’t always manage, they know that we have these 
men here, we get together and we go, for example. We’ve even repaired 
someone’s sewage system somewhere, because we have these pumps, 
and we helped them, to fix something, for example. (A1)
School, senior citizens, parish choir. What else? Well, the district board, 
that’s normal. We participate in various competitions connected with 
our fire engine; we promote our village here… (C1) 
And we establish cooperation with other brigades. Because the unit 




ritualization of activities, respect for history and its commemoration 
(chronicles, memorials), remembrance of ancestors, care for the legacy, 
transmission of passions and responsibilities to the next generations, 
the strategic planning of the development of activities, and care for 
the property accumulated by particular brigades. Most of the activi‑
ties triggered by the both symbolic and factual desire to survive are 
reflected in the efforts to consolidate and socialize the organization:
And he promoted it a lot, for example I always went there with my 
kids, with the adolescents, with the team, one or the other, to show 
them what it was like there, those old nozzles, everything… Just 
this history, nicely arranged, so… There are people who promote it. 
These chronicles in general. There’s a chronicle in each brigade. (A1)
 At the same time an important role is played by organizational 
leaders, who can effectively encourage new volunteers, especially 
young people, to join the fire brigade. The future of the fire brigade will 
largely depend on the commitment of such new members. Therefore, 
an important element in planning the development of fire brigades is 
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And this is also a desire to instil something like that in the young 
ones. Because at the moment there are no scout organizations or 
anything like that in Poland, at least in rural areas. And this is a lot 
for them. Because they can also cooperate with each other and want to 
do something. For them, taking part in competitions, in tournaments, 
is also a considerable distinction, an opportunity. (C2)
Thus, the history of a locality is often connected with the history of 
firefighting units in the area. Firefighters have organizational resources 
that confirm, commemorate and illustrate their social and cultural 
capital. These resources include numerous photographs, chronicles 
and documents, and even private museums created by individuals 
with strong ties to the community who wish to preserve the memory 
of the past. Such private museums, called memorial chambers, are 
established in or near the homes of residents, and serve their families, 
local inhabitants and educational organizations. And in residents’ 
backyards, it is possible to find old and no longer used firefighting and 
rescue equipment. Its owners or their descendants are happy to tell 
those interested about the persistence as well as the changing goals 
and values of volunteer fire brigades:
There are such units . . . he’s already dead, our Chief Fireman. He 
was such a keen fireman. He was a chimney sweep, but he has… For 
example, he has this roofed fire hose in his garden, he has a lot of 
equipment . . . And he promoted it a lot, for example, I always went 
there with my kids, with the youth, with the team, one or the other, 
to show them what it was like there, those old nozzles, everything… 




a sense of public service, trust, friendship, kindness, loyalty, solidarity, 
respect and cooperation. Firemen are still guided in their actions by 
values and virtues expressed in numerous slogans, calls, specially 
prepared speeches dedicated to the activities of fire brigades and the 
attitudes of their members (Szyller, 1901a; 1901b; Wójcikiewicz, 1928). 
These slogans call for unity, cooperation, trust, diligence, dedication, 
perseverance, courage and responsibility. They are repeated in need of 
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traditions and history. They are repeated by successive generations 
and grow into the fabric of what is understood as fire service. As 
Małgorzata Boguni‑Borowska (2015, p. 7) writes, “the condition and 
quality of communities are highly dependent on this canon of values 
and the extent to which such values permeate social life.” 




and symbols through integrative activities such as parades, rituals, 
ceremonies, charitable activities, fund raising, cooperative willingness 
and community service (Simpson, 1996). The majority of volunteers 
in VFBs are attached to their villages and their history, the people 








the perception of their activities as public service (Adamiak, Biejat & 
Charycka, 2016). NGOs’ social rootedness consists precisely in acquiring 
and using local resources, participating in local social networks, where 
relations with stakeholders based on trust and cooperation are import‑
ant (Hernik & Kaźmierczak, 2008; Bogacz‑Wojtanowska, 2009; 2013). 
Some activities of VFBs are oriented towards improving the quality 
of local community life, developing local infrastructure or cooperating 
with other local organizations. The consequence of these activities is 
a positive image of VFBs and the popularization of their activities. In 
this way, VFB members also fulfil their ambitions resulting from their 
community awareness and a sense of mission. What is characteristic 
of VFB members is their axiological motivation to engage in NGO 
activities. This means that they are motivated precisely by a sense 
of responsibility, honour, mission and service to local communities, 
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pursuing a passion, vocation or a sense of duty in compliance with 
moral values and accepted principles (Polańska, 2015).
This is all the more important for the effectiveness of the activities 
carried out by VFBs, as the notion of NGOs accountability is also linked 
to the need to seek public support, because the pursuit of organizational 
goals is largely connected with the social legitimacy of organizations 
(Hatch, 2002; Bogacz‑Wojtanowska, 2013).
In many cases, volunteer fire brigades are such centres of local com‑
munities where their needs, expectations and opportunities intersect. 
In order to maintain the manner and purposefulness of their activities, 






the ethos ensuing from the awareness of community expressed in the 
values of selflessness, service and the common good, where pro‑social 
activities are intended to support the communal dimensions of public 
life (Jaworska‑Matys, 2015).
All activities aimed at cultivating the remembrance of firefighters’ 
history and traditions and the ritualization of such activities are to 
strengthen the existence of the firefighter ethos in the awareness of 
volunteer firefighters. Thanks to the implementation of this ethos in 
the organizational reality, it becomes possible to create the capacity 
for the organizational continuity of VFBs.
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